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▪ Independent taxonomy consultant, Hedden Information Management

▪ Instructor of online and corporate taxonomy courses and workshops

▪ Previously a taxonomy consultant in consulting firms, Enterprise Knowledge 

and PPC.  Also, a contract consultant for others.

▪ Former taxonomy-related roles at Semantic Web Company, Gale/Cengage, 

Viziant, and First Wind.

▪ Author of The Accidental Taxonomist, 3rd ed. (2022, Information Today, Inc.)
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▪ Challenge: Make desired targeted information findable to users

▪ Users of documentation don’t read it from start to finish.

▪ They look for content units or sections it to get answers to their questions, 

from among:

▪ sections within narrative descriptions

▪ step-by-step how-to explanations

▪ lists or tables of information

▪ images/diagrams/screenshots/video clips

▪ glossary definitions

▪ So, they look up what they consider their topic to be called, in: 

▪ alphabetical indexes or lists

▪ hierarchical topic trees

▪ search boxes

Introduction to Information Findability
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Definitions

▪ Index – browsable, alphabetical list of terms, with cross-references, which are 

linked to or point to content

▪ Controlled vocabulary – an authoritative list of terms approved for indexing or 

tagging to support consistency and comprehensive retrieval

▪ Thesaurus – a kind of controlled vocabulary with standard relationships between 

terms, for improved use of a large controlled vocabulary

▪ Taxonomy – a kind of controlled vocabulary arranged into a hierarchy or categories 

to support guided browsing for topics

▪ As a topical tree

▪ As facets for filters, based on types/aspects

Introduction to Information Findability
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Definitions (continued)

▪ Indexing – associating terms with the content they describe and gathering the 

terms in an index for the user to browse or search. 

Can be for books or articles.

▪ Tagging – associating terms (tags) with content they describe, but the tags don’t 

have to be arranged in an index, and they don’t have to be from a controlled 

vocabulary.

For articles, digital assets, content components (e.g. DITA Topics)

Introduction to Information Findability
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Index definitions:

▪ “A systematic arrangement of entries designed to enable users to locate information in a 
document.”
--British indexing standard (BS3700:1988)

▪ “A systematic guide to facilitate retrieval of content.

Indexes include the following major components: 

  (a) headings representing topics or features; 

  (b) cross-references or other linking devices among synonymous, equivalent, broader, 

        narrower, and other related terms;

  (c) locators. 

An index serves as an information retrieval aid to the text or documents it accompanies.”

-- Criteria for Indexes (ANSI/NISO Z39.4-2021) standard

➢ Locator: The part of an index entry that indicates where the information is found.

▪ A system for “pointing” to information

▪ The “index finger” is for pointing.

▪ Traditionally is displayed alphabetically, but this is not a requirement.

Indexes
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Indexes
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Index in print at 

the back of a book
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Indexes
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Book-style 

indexes online
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Indexes for Articles

12

© 2025 Hedden Information Management

http://www.consumerreports.org/cro/a-to-z-index/index.htm
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Back-of-the-book indexing 

▪ Continues to be done manually, mostly offline, for print first

▪ Indexes are converted to hyperlinks in ebooks by only a minority of publishers

▪ Embedded indexing, whereby index terms are linked to anchors in the text, accounts for a 

small but growing number of book indexes. 

➢ Useful for books that are updated often for new editions.

Article indexing

▪ Is done both manually and automatically, but now digitally/online only

▪ User display is not an alphabetical index anymore. 

➢ Now search suggest, topic tree browse, facets for filtering

▪ No longer creating an “index,” it is less commonly called “indexing,” but rather “tagging”

▪ Same method and principles for tagging content/pages in a CMS

Indexes
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Book indexes

▪ “closed” indexing – indexed and 
completed

▪ For books, manuals, long documents 
(100+ pages)

▪ Index terms point to page numbers or 
ranges, and the user must scan the page 
to find the topic of interest.

▪ Typically or traditionally done in print but 
can be created for ebooks, too with same 
presentation format, but hyperlinked.

▪ Index terms are derived from the text by 
the indexer.

▪ Index created by a single indexer

▪ Manually indexed

Article indexes

▪ “open” indexing – continually indexing new 
content (articles) that get added

▪ For large numbers of short documents 
(0.25 - 10 pages)

▪ Index terms link to the entire document, file, 
web page, CMS page, blog post, PDF files, 
Word/Office file

▪ No longer created for print, but online only

▪ Index terms come from an approved 
controlled vocabulary to provide consistency 
in indexing documents from different authors 
and indexed by different indexers. 

▪ Often indexed by multiple indexers.

▪ Manually or automatically indexed

Index Types
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For technical documentation

▪ What about online help documentation? 

▪ Is that closed like a book/manual, or open like a series of articles? 

▪ Originally indexed like books/closed indexing; now more like articles/open indexing

▪ What about intermediate-length documents 10-100 pages long?

▪ Best if indexed by units/sections

▪ What about sections of documents?

▪ Components of documents as managed in component content management systems

▪ Then it’s a form of “open indexing” or tagging

➢ Open indexing/tagging requires a controlled vocabulary for consistency and better search 

results.

Index Types
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Controlled vocabulary

▪ An authoritative, restricted list of terms (words or phrases) mainly used for indexing/tagging content to 

support retrieval.

▪ Controlled in who and when new terms can be added.

▪ Usually makes use of synonym terms/alternative labels to point to the correct, preferred terms.

▪ “A list of terms that have been enumerated explicitly. This list is controlled by and is available from a 

controlled vocabulary registration authority. All terms in a controlled vocabulary must have an 

unambiguous, non-redundant definition.”

-- Guidelines for the Construction, Format, and Managed of Monolignual Controlled Vocabularies 

(ANSI/NISO Z39.19-2005) standard

Thesaurus

▪ A kind of structured controlled vocabulary that has synonyms/nonpreferred terms/alternative labels, 

hierarchical relationships, and associative (related term) relationships

▪ “A controlled vocabulary arranged in a known order and structured so that the various relationships 

among terms are displayed and clearly identified by standardized relationship indicators.”
-- ANSI/NISO Z39.19-2005 standard

Controlled Vocabularies & Thesauri

17
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Controlled Vocabularies & Thesauri
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Language

Format

Simple controlled vocabulary flat lists.

Often used as values for metadata properties.

Each term has been tagged to content.



Thesaurus features

▪ A controlled vocabulary that has standard structured 

relationships between terms

‒ Hierarchical: broader term/narrower term (BT/NT)

‒ Associative: related terms (RT)

‒ Equivalence: preferred term (“use for” or “used for”)/

non-preferred term (use)  (USE/UF)

▪ Created in accordance with standards:

‒ ISO 25964 (2011, 2013) Thesauri and Interoperability with Other Vocabularies

‒ ANSI/NISO Z39.19 (2005, renewed 2010) Guidelines for Construction, Format, 

and Management of Monolingual Controlled Vocabularies

www.niso.org/publications/ansiniso-z3919-2005-r2010

‒ “Thesaurus” is most often the kind of controlled vocabulary used in indexing 

periodical literature

Thesauri
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materials acquisitions

UF acquisitions (of materials)

 library acquisitions

BT collection development

NT accessions

 approval plans

 gifts and exchanges

 materials claims

 materials orders

 subscriptions

RT book vendors

 jobbers

 subscription agencies

 subscription cancellations

ASIS&T thesaurus

http://www.niso.org/publications/ansiniso-z3919-2005-r2010
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Article indexing with a thesaurus

▪ Across multiple documents or content 

items, where different words/terms 

describe the same concepts

▪ By multiple indexers working on the 

same collection

▪ By machine-aided indexing / 

autoclassification, where terms have 

rules, clues, or sample tuned 

documents.

▪ The thesaurus terms on the back end 

become the index on the front end.

Cengage/Gale Subject Thesaurus

Internal manual indexer 
alphabetical browse view

Thesauri
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Synonym Control

A search restricted on the controlled vocabulary retrieves concepts not just words.

➢ Documents excluded for mere text-string matches 

(e.g. monitors for computers, not the verb “observes”)

➢ Improves accuracy and precision in retrieving information

Gathers synonyms, acronyms, variant spellings, etc.

➢ Documents not missed due to use of different words 

(e.g. Automobiles, instead of Cars)

➢ Improves comprehensive recall of information

Thesaurus Benefits

21
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History of thesauri for information retrieval
▪ Insufficiencies of library classification systems for technical and scientific research/articles, led 

to the creation of thesauri based on indexing terms

▪ “Thesaurus” first used for a controlled vocabulary at IBM (1957)

▪ E. I. Dupont de Nemours Company’s thesaurus (1959)

▪ Thesaurus of ASTIA Descriptors (1960) 

▪ Chemical Engineering Thesaurus of the American Institute of 
Chemical Engineers (1961)

▪ Professional organization publishers of scientific journals 
created their own thesauri in the 1960s

Thesauri
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▪ Standard guidelines for thesauri were published:

▪ UNESCO Guidelines for the establishment and 

development of monolingual thesauri (1970)

▪ DIN 1463 Guidelines for the establishment and development of monolingual thesauri (1972)

▪ ISO 2788 Guidelines for the establishment and development of monolingual thesauri (1974)

▪ ANSI American National Standard for Thesaurus Structure, Construction, and Use (1974) 
(superseded since by ANSI/NISO Z39.19-1993)
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Thesauri in user interfaces

▪ The same thesaurus may be 

displayed alphabetically or 

hierarchically

▪ Example: ERIC (Education 

Resources Information 

Center) Thesaurus 

https://eric.ed.gov

▪ Full display is suitable for 

scholars/researchers, 

not product users searching 

help docs

Thesauri 
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https://eric.ed.gov/
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Taxonomies: History

25
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Origins of modern information taxonomies

1. Classification systems

2. Subject heading schemes and thesauri

thesaurus

taxonomy
classification system

Modern information taxonomies 

arose in 1990s with the user 

interface capabilities of the Web 

and the rise of information 

architecture.
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Taxonomies: Features
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▪ A controlled vocabulary with broader/narrower (parent/child) term relationships 

that include all terms to create a hierarchical structure

▪ With focus for categorizing and organization concepts

▪ May or may not have “synonyms” to point to the correct, preferred terms

▪ May comprise several hierarchies or facets (A facet is like a hierarchy.)

▪ Intended for general end-user browsing, unlike thesauri
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Thesauri

➢ All terms belong to a limited number of 
major hierarchies or facets.

➢ Do not strictly follow standards.

➢ Support classification, categorization, 
concept organization.
(Like Linnaean taxonomy)

➢ Approach is a top-down browse 
navigation.

➢ Especially serving end-users when 
browsing. 

Taxonomies

➢ All terms have relationships, but 
“hierarchies” may be as few as 2 terms.  

➢ Follow ANSI/NISO thesaurus standards. 

➢ Support concept scoping, disambiguation, 
and relationships with similar concepts. 
(Like Roget’s) 

➢ Approach is term-centered and what terms 
are linked to/from it.

➢ Especially serving indexers/ indexing. 

© 2025 Hedden Information Management

Taxonomies vs. Thesauri

Thesauri may have taxonomy features, and taxonomies may have thesaurus features.

There is somewhat of a continuum between thesauri and taxonomies. 
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Taxonomy Features
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Controlled and organized

1. Controlled:

A kind of controlled vocabulary or 

knowledge organization system, 

based on unambiguous 

concepts, not just words:  

things, not strings

2. Organized:

Concepts are arranged in a 

structure of hierarchies, 

categories, or facets to organize 

them.

Controlled Organized
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Taxonomy Features in the Front End

29
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Controlled:
PoolParty product Help

https://help.poolparty.biz

Organized:
Semantic Web Company 

Knowledge Hub Topics

https://help.poolparty.biz/
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1. Controlled vocabulary aspect

Brings together different wordings (synonyms) for the same concept

➢ Helps people search for information by different names

2. Classification and structure aspect

Organizes information into a logical structure

➢ Helps people browse for information

➢ Provides context and meaning for concepts, to support indexing and 

retrieval

Taxonomy Benefits

30



© 2021 Heather Hedden

Taxonomy Types

31

Leisure and culture

.    Arts and entertainment venues

.    .    Museums and galleries

.    Children's activities

.    Culture and creativity

.    .    Architecture

.    .    Crafts

.    .    Heritage

.    .    Literature

.    .    Music

.    .    Performing arts

.    .    Visual arts

.    Entertainment and events

.    Gambling and lotteries

.    Hobbies and interests

.    Parks and gardens

.    Sports and recreation

.    .    Team sports

.    .    .    Cricket

.    .    .    Football

.    .    .    Rugby

.    .    Water sports

.    .    Winter sports

.    Sports and recreation facilities

.    Tourism

.    .    Passports and visas

.    Young people's activities

Career Level
• Student
• Entry Level
• Experienced
• Manager
• Director
• Executive

Function
• Customer Service & 

Support
• Delivery
• Engineering
• Finance
• General Management
• Legal & Regulatory 

Affairs
• Marketing & Advertising
    [more]

Industry
• Agriculture
• Apparel & Fashion
• Automotive
• Aviation & Aerospace
• Banking
• Biotechnology
• Broadcast Media
• Chemicals
    [more]

Faceted 

Taxonomy 

Example

Hierarchical 

Taxonomy 

Example
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Taxonomy Structure Benefits

32

Structure: Hierarchy purposes and benefits

▪ Serving users who are browsing, exploring, discovering, not searching, to whom the 

hierarchy is displayed.

➢ Users don’t even have to know the first word or few letters, as in search or 

alphabetical browsing.

▪ Instructing users on appropriate classification

▪ Providing context to terms for manual indexers/taggers so that they apply the correct 

term.

▪ Providing the context of a broader concept and thus meaning to aid in auto-classification.  

▪ Enabling “recursive”/“rolled up” retrieval results (A term retrieves what is indexed to it and 

what is indexed to each on of its narrower terms, all together.)
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Taxonomy Structure Benefits

33

Structure: Facet purposes and benefits

▪ Ensures comprehensive tagging and comprehensive 

search/retrieval by multiple different aspects/vocabulary 

types.

▪ Supports filtering search results by different 

aspects/vocabulary types.

▪ Supports more complex search queries by users.

▪ Allows users to control the search refinement, narrowing 

or broadening in any manner or order.

▪ Provides guided Boolean “AND” searching upon a 

combination of terms in different facets.
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Search in Combination with Thesauri or Taxonomies

▪ Users often prefer searching over 

browsing to save time. 

▪ Thesauri or taxonomies might not always 

be fully displayed to end-users.

▪ There could be a partial display of a 

lookup of terms. 
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Search in Combination with Thesauri or Taxonomies

Search Types

▪ Exact - exact match

▪ Contains - exact match phrase with additional 

words before or after

▪ Begins - alphabetical from start, but allows end 

truncation

▪ Smart - words within the term in any order and 

also internal word stemming (singular/plural)

Smart search on 

taxonomy terms
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Search Not in Combination with Thesauri or Taxonomies

37

Search terms match to Help article titles

Search terms have no drop-down matches

Search terms match past searches
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Purposes and uses of taxonomies
▪ Consistent tagging/indexing

▪ Topic/category browsing

▪ Search (matching search strings to concepts)

▪ Discovery (related concept links or contents sharing the same concepts)

▪ Automatic linking of relevant topics for personalization or recommendation

Purposes and uses of taxonomies, along with other controlled vocabularies

▪ Filtering results

▪ Sorting results

▪ Content management workflow (rights, audience, retention, etc.)

▪ Consistent metadata for identification, comparison, analysis

▪ Visualization of topics (importance and/or relations)

▪ Curated content in feeds or info boxes

Taxonomy Uses and Applications

39
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Broad applications of taxonomies

▪ Information tagging and external retrieval:

▪ Technical (Help) documentation for users

▪ Website marketing content (news, blog posts, white papers, articles)

▪ Ecommerce product search, discovery, and recommendation

▪ Marketplace and job opportunity matching online services

▪ Media or publishers’ articles for subscribers

▪ Information tagging and internal retrieval:

▪ Managing content, including content reuse (proposals, presentations, reports, etc.)

▪ Images, video, audio and other digital asset findability and reuse

▪ Intranet (such as SharePoint) content search

▪ Research information for research and development

▪ Knowledge base searchability for customer support representatives

▪ Training course search and recommendation

▪ Document management for regulatory compliance

Taxonomy Uses and Applications

40
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▪ Taxonomies, unlike thesauri, tend to 

be structured into high-level “concept 

schemes.”

▪ Concept schemes align with facets.

▪ Faceted taxonomies are easily 

implemented in content 

management systems.

▪ Faceted taxonomies are popular and 

easy for users to interact with.

Taxonomy Uses and Applications

41

help.poolparty.biz

enterprise-knowledge.com/knowledge-base

https://help.poolparty.biz/
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Information architecture definitions

1. The structural design of shared information environments.

2. The synthesis of organization, labeling, search, and navigation 
systems within digital, physical, and cross-channel ecosystems.

3. The art and science of shaping information products and experiences 
to support usability, findability, and understanding.

4. Organizing and labeling web sites, intranets, online communities, and 
software to support findability and usability.

5. An emerging discipline and community of practice focused on 
bringing principles of design and architecture to the digital landscape.

-- Louis Rosenfeld, Peter Morville, and Jorge Arango, Information Architecture, 
4th ed., O’Reilly, 2015, p. 24

Taxonomy Uses and Applications - Information Architecture

42
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Information architecture definitions

1. The structural design of shared information environments.

2. The synthesis of organization, labeling, search, and navigation 
systems within digital, physical, and cross-channel ecosystems.

3. The art and science of shaping information products and experiences 
to support usability, findability, and understanding.

4. Organizing and labeling web sites, intranets, online communities, and 
software to support findability and usability.

5. An emerging discipline and community of practice focused on 
bringing principles of design and architecture to the digital landscape.

-- Louis Rosenfeld, Peter Morville, and Jorge Arango, Information Architecture, 
4th ed., O’Reilly, 2015, p. 24
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Taxonomy Uses and Applications - Information Architecture
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Information architecture components

1. Organization systems

2. Labeling systems

3. Navigation systems

4. Searching systems

44
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➢ Taxonomies are knowledge organization systems

➢ Taxonomies provide labels for concepts

➢ Many taxonomies can be navigated by browsing

➢ Taxonomies support search

Taxonomy Uses and Applications - Information Architecture

Indexing and thesauri are more closely related to 

documentation, library, and information science.

Taxonomies are more closely related to information architecture,

and are related to information access user experience.
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What do user prefer to do?

1. to explore topics and interact to find information

➢ provided by interactive taxonomies and information architecture

Or

2. to have answers and information served to them

➢ provided by AI

It depends on the user, the information, and the situation (use case).

Taxonomies can also support AI by providing context.

Taxonomies improve AI results.

Information Findability and AI

46

vs.
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AI in information management

▪ Summarize a document

▪ Translate text into another language

▪ Predict the completion of text

▪ Label a piece of content

▪ Answer a question

▪ Recommend similar content

Taxonomies can further help with these tasks.

Information Findability and AI

47

AI-based recommendation systems

Question answering
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Taxonomy development with AI: 

▪ Extraction of candidate terms from a body of text

▪ Using text analytics technologies, such as natural language processing (NLP)

▪ Suggestions of narrower terms and alternative labels 

▪ Using generative AI and LLMs in taxonomy management software

Taxonomy concepts need to be tagged to all content 

and constantly tagged to new content. 

▪ Manual tagging/classification is not scalable for large backlog or large workflow.

▪ AI methods, existing since the 1990s, have become more common.

▪ Not all “auto-tagging” uses AI. Rules can also be written to auto-tag.

▪ Human review remains an option.

AI in Taxonomy Creation and Tagging

48
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Summary

49

▪ Indexes – best for a single publication (book, manual) or limited set 

(e.g. multi-volume encyclopedia) that is indexed and done (“closed”)

▪ Controlled vocabularies – for descriptive metadata values

▪ Thesaurus – for open/article/content indexing, especially manual, and for 

supporting search (matching search strings to thesaurus terms)

▪ Taxonomy – for open/article/content tagging (manual or automated) and a 

displayed form (hierarchies, categories, facets) for end-user browsing and 

filtering in addition to supporting search; and for CMS integration
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Taxonomy Resources

50

▪ ANSI/NISO Z39.19-2005 (2010) Guidelines for Construction, Format, and 
Management of Monolingual Controlled Vocabularies
www.niso.org/publications/ansiniso-z3919-2005-r2010

▪ The Accidental Taxonomist Blog
http://accidental-taxonomist.blogspot.com

▪ Accidental Taxonomist book websites
www.hedden-information.com/accidental-taxonomist/websites

▪ Hedden Information Management past presentations 
www.hedden-information.com/presentations

▪ Hedden Information Management taxonomy training
www.hedden-information.com/courses-workshops

▪ Taxonomy Talk, taxonomists community on Discord
https://discord.com/invite/3qyMVYCAsw

http://www.niso.org/publications/ansiniso-z3919-2005-r2010
http://accidental-taxonomist.blogspot.com/
http://www.hedden-information.com/accidental-taxonomist/websites
http://www.hedden-information.com/presentations
http://www.hedden-information.com/courses-workshops
https://discord.com/invite/3qyMVYCAsw
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Upcoming Taxonomy Presentations and Workshops

▪ “Connecting Users to Content Through Taxonomies” full-day pre-conference workshop

Information Architecture Conference, Philadelphia, April 29, 2025

www.theiaconference.com/sessions/connecting-users-to-content-through-taxonomies/

▪ Virtual Bite-Sized Taxonomy Boot Camp London (3 sessions/hours each time) 

March 12, June 18, and October 8, 2025

www.taxonomybootcamp.com/London/

Any time: 

▪ “Controlled Vocabularies and Taxonomies” training course of four 75-minute video recordings, 

HS Events

www.henrystewartconferences.com/events/events-demand-

content/Controlled_Vocabularies_and_Taxonomies

▪ “Taxonomies and Controlled Vocabularies” training course of 5 web-based lessons 

and exercises, Hedden Information Management

www.hedden-information.com/taxonomy-courses-workshops/taxonomy-course/

51

http://www.theiaconference.com/sessions/connecting-users-to-content-through-taxonomies/
http://www.taxonomybootcamp.com/London/
http://www.henrystewartconferences.com/events/events-demand-content/Controlled_Vocabularies_and_Taxonomies
http://www.henrystewartconferences.com/events/events-demand-content/Controlled_Vocabularies_and_Taxonomies
http://www.hedden-information.com/taxonomy-courses-workshops/taxonomy-course/
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Heather Hedden

Taxonomy Consultant

Hedden Information Management

Carlisle, MA USA

heather@hedden.net

www.hedden-information.com

accidental-taxonomist.blogspot.com

www.linkedin.com/in/hedden

Questions/Contact

52

mailto:heather@hedden.net
http://www.hedden-information.com/
http://accidental-taxonomist.blogspot.com/
http://www.linkedin.com/in/hedden
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